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Gingrich Reaches a Turning Point 
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-* House Sp^er Newt Gingrich (R- 
pa.) faces a critical turn this week in 
the ethics inquiry into his conduct 
when a congressional panel consid- 
ers fldiether to continue its probe or 
^ring in an independent investigator 
to take over the politically charged 
case. 

^ The decision could have profound 
implications for Gingrich. Naming an 
outside counsel — a procedure ccm- 
jgressional ethics committees have 
Jused to ensure impartiality in high- 
profile cases — could set in motion a 
potentially far-reaching and expen- 
sive inquiry into Gingrich’s affairs 
^t mi^t pose an embarrassment 
and major distraction for the speak- 
er. 

Not naming one, however, could 
leave the House ethics committee 
tad particularly its chairwoman, 
whom Gingrich appointed, open to 
^mplaints it showed favoritism or 
ducked a tough decision. 

* The committee has had prelimi- 
nary discussions about the timing of 
hiring an outside consultant and, on 
Tuesday, it will begin deliberations 
in earnest on whether to retain one, 
qongressional sources said. K it de- 
cides to move forward, the panel has 
several options. 

2 The sources said one possibility 
the committee has discussed is halt- 
ing its work and asking for an inde- 
pendent investigator to determine 
whether the complaints warrant a 
preliminary inquiry. Alternatively, 
&e panel, formally the Standards of 

Official Conduct Committee, could 
vote on a preliminary probe based on 
evidence developed so far and if one 
is approved then hire an outside 
counsel, the sources said. 

Although committee chair Nancy 
L. Johnson (R-Conn.) declined to be 
interviewed, her press secretary, li- 
sa A. Pelosi, said, “They [committee 
members] know the goal of what 
they’re doing now is to decide 
whether to go with an outside coun- 
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sel.” 

For his part, Gingnch has dismiss- 
ed the ethics complaints as political- 
ly inspired mudslinging by embit- 
tered Democrats and has said there 
is no reason to bring in an outside 
counsel. 

In the past, the ethics panels have 
turned to prominent attorneys to 
work as committee consultants. 

“We don’t believe there is any 
need for one because the charges 
are bogus and the ethics committee 
is the proper place to address those 
bogus charges and dismiss them,’’ 
said Gingrich spokesman Tony 
Blankley, 

While emerging from an ethics 
conunittee meeting last week, how- 
ever, Johnson told reporters that 
none of the complaints is trivial and 
that they “raise interesting issues. 
No complaint is fiivolous in this envi- 
ronment in this time,” she said. John- 
son said she doubted the committee 
would decide before an April recess 
whether to appoint an outside coun- 
sel. 

Since September, four ethics com- 
plaints have been ffled against Gin- 
grich, including one that accuses him 
of trading on his official position by 
Rowing a bidding war that resulted 
in a $4.5 million book contract with a 
publishing house whose owner has 
interests before Congress. 

The other complaints accused the 
speaker of improperly using tax-de- 
ductible donations to finance a col- 




lege course he teaches, which critics 
have described as partisan; accept- 
ing free national cable television 
time, called an improper gift by crit- 
ics; letting a political consultant use 
his congressional offices; and using 
the House floor and Congressional 
Record to plug a toll-free telephone 
number that could be used to order 
tapes of his college lectures. 

Hardly a day has gone by in the 
last three months when Democrats 
have not publicly raised questions 
and voiced accusations about Gin- 
grich’s ethics. 

Gingrich has paid more than 
$30,000 in legal fees to a Washing- 
ton attorney he retained in Decem- 
ber to deal with the ethics com- 
plaints. The attorney, Jan W. Baran, 


said his fees are being paid for by 
Friends of Newt Gingrich, the 
speaker’s campaign committee. 

The ethics storm also has had an 
impact on Gingrich’s staff. For in- 
stoce, spokesman Blankley had en- 
visioned a broader role as strategist 
not only for Gingrich but the rest of 
the House GOP leadership. 

But the constant barrage of re- 
porters’ questions on ethics and oth- 
er issues have confined him to a nar- 
rower role. 

Republican political consultant 
Mdie Mahe contended the distrac- 
tion over ethics may be a major rea- 
son why the Democrats gained an 
edge in the recent public relations 
battle over welfare reform. 

“Newt has been forced to have a 
dual focus and has not been able to 
concentrate entirely on the execu- 
tion of the GOP agenda,” said Mahe, 
who compared the growing ethics 
attacks to “Chinese water torture” 
for the speaker. “Although he [Gin- 


grich] genuinely believes there have 
been no ethical violations, without a 
doubt this has been a thorn in his 
side.” 

Last week, however, Gingrich 
went on the offensive, releasing a 
December 1994 letter by a former 
House ethics committee attorney 
that contended Gingrich did not mis- 
lead the panel about links between a 
political organization he heads and 


his college course — as an ethics 
complaint has charged. The missive, 
according to the speaker’s office, re- 
butted news reports that said when 
Gingrich wrrote the ethics committee 
seeking approval to teach, he failed 
to mention the political organiza- 
tion — GOPAC. House Minority 
Whip David E. Bonior (D-Mich.), 
Gingrich’s chief critic in the House, 
as well as self-styled citizens lobbies 
Common Cause and Public Citizen 
have said that only an outside coun- 
sel can objectively deal with the eth- 
ics issues that have surrounded Gin- 
grich. 

Some specialists said there is am- 
ple precedent for the ethics commit- 
tee to go outside the House for in- 
vestigators, ranging from the 
Abscam bribery scandal of 1980 to a 
book deal controversy that Gingrich 
and Common Cause raised against 
Speaker Jim Wright (D-Tex.) in 
1988. 

Stanley M. Brand, the former 
House counsel who investigated 
charges against Idaho Rep. George 
V. Hansen Gt) in 1984, said that 
while the ethics panel has an equal 
number of Republicans and Demo- 
crats, “You have to have somebody 
with an independent judgment to as- 
sess all these things The issue 

is whether the committee is capable 
of sifting through all this. It’s not 


something that can be done inside 
the committee alone.” 

E. Barrett Prettyman Jr., the Abs- 
cam special counsel, said the com- 
mittee is apt to proceed cautiously. 
“This power should be used very 
sparingly and only in the clearest sit- 
uations,” he said. At the same tune, 
he noted, “it is very healthy to bring 
in a third party, a disinterested par- 
ty, who can take a look at the situa- 
tion in an entirely new light.” 

Richard J. Phelan, the special 
counsel in the Wright investigation, 
said that given Gingrich’s insistence 
the charges against him are ground- 
less, it would be to the speaker’s ad- 
vantage to have an outside investiga- 
tor examine the allegations. 

“If I were Newt I would be very 
happy to have someone give me a 
clean bill of health,” Phelan said. 
‘The ethical questions have dimin- 
ished his effectiveness. The future of 
this GOP revolution depends on his 
moral leadership. If Newt is shown > 


to have feet of clay it will be a prob- 
lem for him.” 

In 1989, Ilielan reviewed an im- 
usual limited partnership Gingrich 
had set up to promote his book, 
“Windows of Opportunity.” After a 
four-month investigation that cost 
taxpayers nearly $40,000, Phelan 
said he did not find sufficient 
grounds for the committee to launch 
a preliminary inquiry In comparison, 
Phelan’s probe of Wright lasted 
about a year and cost more than $1 
million. Earlier this month, Gingrich 
said it was a waste of taxpayer mon- 
ey for the ethics committee to re- 
view the complaints against him. But 
in 1988, Gingrich acknowledged a 
complaint he filed against Wright in- 
cluded matters he had brought for- 
ward solely “out of curiosity” and 
that he did not expect them to be 
“actionable items.” 

Staff researcher Barbara J. Saffir 
contributed to this report. 


